
EXAMINING CHANGES 
IN DATA – AFRICAN-AMERICANS’ 
EDUCATION LEVELS THROUGH THE YEARS
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

Middle School History

Grade Level:

7–8

Approx. Time Required:

45 minutes

Learning Objectives:

•	 Students will be able to compare, analyze, and interpret 1850 and 1880 census data on 
African-Americans’ education levels before the Civil War and post-Reconstruction.

•	 Students will be able to write an essay analyzing their findings from the census data.
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Activity Description
Students will analyze and compare census data on the education levels of African-Americans 

in 1850 and in 1880. Students will also discuss how historical events can affect data.

Suggested Grade Level:
7–8

Approximate Time Required:
45 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Students will be able to compare, analyze, and interpret 1850 and 1880 census data on African-

Americans’ education levels before the Civil War and post-Reconstruction.
•	 Students will be able to write an essay analyzing their findings from the census data.

Topics:
•	 Education levels
•	 Post-Reconstruction
•	 Pre-Civil War
•	 Race and ethnicity

Skills Taught:
•	 Analyzing data
•	 Using data to support conclusions

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Material Required
•	 The student version of this activity, 9 pages 

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity. Items, their sources, and any relevant instructions for viewing them 
online appear at the end of this teacher version.

•	 Item 1: Attending School in the United States During the Year, as Returned in the Schedule of 
Population, 1850

•	 Item 2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880

•	 Item 3: Adults in the United States Over Twenty Years of Age Who Cannot Read and Write, 1850

•	 Item 4: Illiteracy, by States and Territories, 1880

For more information to help you introduce your students to the U.S. Census Bureau, read 
“Census Bureau 101 for Students.” This information sheet can be printed and passed out to your students as well.

Standards Addressed
See charts below. For more information, read 
“Overview of Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed in Statistics in Schools Activities.”

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects

Standard Strand Cluster

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.6-8.9

Draw evidence from informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research.

WHST 6–8 – Writing Research to Build and 
Present Knowledge

UCLA National Standards for History: U.S. History Content Standards
Because this activity is meant to complement a larger unit on the Civil War and Reconstruction, it does not 
directly correspond to the content standards.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/students101.html
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/standards/standards-guideline.html
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/WHST/6-8/9/
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UCLA National Standards for History: Historical Thinking Standards

Standard Description

Standard 2: Historical 
Comprehension

Utilize visual and mathematical data. Students will examine census data 
presented in tables to understand African-Americans’ education levels in 1850 
and in 1880.

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will analyze education data about African-Americans from the 1850 and 1880 censuses.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/2.-historical-comprehension
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/2.-historical-comprehension
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity
Students should have a basic understanding of the following ideas and concepts:

•	 The Civil War

•	 Reconstruction

•	 Legal practices and various social attitudes regarding education for African-Americans in 1850 and 1880

•	 Which states were considered northern or southern in 1850

During the Activity
Teachers should monitor students as they work. Teachers should also make sure students have a straight edge 
to help them read the data.

Teachers should guide students to appropriate secondary sources for part 2.

After the Activity
Teachers should have students share the main points from their part 2 essays in a class discussion.

Extension Idea
•	 Teachers could ask students to further analyze the census data by comparing education and literacy 

information for white and black people and for men and women.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Student Activity
Click here to download a printable version for students.

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

•	 Item 1: Attending School in the United States During the Year, as Returned in the Schedule of 
Population, 1850

•	 Item 2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880

•	 Item 3: Adults in the United States Over Twenty Years of Age Who Cannot Read and Write, 1850

•	 Item 4: Illiteracy, by States and Territories, 1880

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to compare, analyze, and interpret 1850 and 1880 census data on African-Americans’ 

education levels before the Civil War and post-Reconstruction.

•	 I will be able to write an essay analyzing my findings from the census data.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/activities/history/mh-5_student.pdf
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In this activity, you will analyze and draw conclusions from data about the education and literacy levels of 
African-Americans — both before the Civil War and after Reconstruction.

Part 1 – Collect and Compare Data
1.	 Look at Item 1: Attending School in the United States During the Year, as Returned in the Schedule of 

Population, 1850 and choose four states (not territories) to examine. Three must be southern and one 
must be northern.

Student answers will vary depending on the states selected. The sample answers that follow use 
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Pennsylvania.

State 1: Florida

State 2: Georgia

State 3: Louisiana

State 4: Pennsylvania

2.	 Use the “Free Colored, Total” column of Item 1 (pre-Civil War) and the “Colored, Total” column of Item 2: 
Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880 (post-Reconstruction) to fill in the table 
below, noting any changes from 1850 to 1880.

1850 1880

What are the school 
attendance data?

State 1: 66

State 2: 1

State 3: 1,219

State 4: 6,499

State 1: 15,632

State 2: 86,623

State 3: 34,642

State 4: 12,025

What conclusions can you 
draw from these data?

Student answers will vary but could 
include: The data could mean that 
there were not many free black 
people attending school in the 
southern states, either because there 
weren’t many black schools in their 
state or because not many black 
people were free at that time, before 
the Civil War.

Student answers will vary but could 
include: Many more black people 
attended school in my southern 
states in 1880 compared with in 
1850. There was also a significant 
increase in black school attendance 
in my one northern state. This could 
mean that all black people were now 
free and could attend school.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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3.	 Now use the information in the “Free Colored, Total” column of Item 3: Adults in the United States Over 
Twenty Years of Age Who Cannot Read and Write, 1850 and in the “Colored Persons of 21 Years of Age 
and Upward, Returned as unable to write, Number” column of Item 4: Illiteracy, by States and Territories, 
1880 to fill in the table below.

When drawing conclusions for each year, do not note any changes from 1850 to 1880 for these data, as 
the population size for the 1850 data was much smaller than for the 1880 data: In 1850, only free black 
people who were illiterate were counted, excluding enslaved black people who were not permitted to read 
and write. In 1880, the number of illiterate black people soared, because many former enslaved black 
people were included in that count.

1850 1880

What are the illiteracy 
data?

State 1: Florida: 270

State 2: Georgia: 467

State 3: Louisiana: 3,389

State 4: Pennsylvania: 9,344

State 1: Florida: 39,753

State 2: Georgia: 247,318

State 3: Louisiana: 178,780

State 4: Pennsylvania: 2,221

What conclusions can you 
draw from these data?

Student answers will vary but could 
include: These numbers might mean 
that black education was different in 
different states. The data could also 
mean that fewer free black people in 
my southern states were learning to 
read and write than in my northern 
state.

Student answers will vary but could 
include: These numbers might mean 
that, in the South, there were more 
black people who were illiterate, 
and in the North, there were fewer 
illiterate black people. 

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Part 2 – Interpret the Data
Write an essay addressing the following questions in two paragraphs:

Paragraph 1 – What You Learned From These Data

•	 What do the data tell you about what life was like for African-Americans before the Civil War and after 
Reconstruction?

•	 What impact did the North’s victory in the Civil War have on the 1880 data?

•	 Why might the literacy of African-Americans have been an important political topic during 
Reconstruction?

Paragraph 2 – What You Did Not Learn From These Data

•	 What are some limitations of the data, specifically for making comparisons?

•	 What is missing from the data that could help you better understand African-American education and 
literacy during these time periods?

Make sure you justify your points with evidence from part 1, from the data in Items 1–4, and from information in 
a secondary source.

Student essays will vary but could include the following points: African-American literacy caused 
political disagreement during Reconstruction, when southern states tried to deny newly freed African-
Americans voting rights by requiring them to pass a literacy test. Accurately comparing these data 
between 1850 and 1880 is not possible since the population sizes were so different — it appears that 
the number of illiterate African-Americans went up post-Reconstruction, but that is only because 
any previously enslaved African-Americans who were illiterate were now free and included in the 
count. Having 1870 data would be helpful for comparison with the 1880 data, to see more clearly how 
Reconstruction affected African-Americans’ education and literacy levels, since both populations would 
be free in those years.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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Item 2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880

www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html

To retrieve this table electronically, click on the link above, then on “Census of Population and Housing, 1880,” then on “Final 
Reports,” and then on the first “Full Document” link to download a zip file. Open the zip file from your downloads, then open 

“1880a_v1-20.pdf,” and go to Page 8 of the PDF.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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